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Based on the premise that the higher the metacognitive awareness is, the more successful the learners are or vice versa; this study
aimed at categorizing the metacognitive listening comprehension strategies (MLCS) of Arab EFL learners in the Preparatory Year
Deanship (PYD), Prince Sattam bin Abdulaziz University (PSAU), Saudi Arabia. The data of 353 participants (237 males and 116
females) collected through the Metacognitive Awareness Listening Questionnaire (MALQ) and analysed using descriptive
statistical techniques showed that all participants were higher moderate users of all five subscales formed out of 21 strategies.
However, their most preferred subscale was problem-solving and the least favourite was mental translation. Directed attention,
planning and evaluation, and personal knowledge strategies ranked second, third, and fourth, respectively. Female and male
respondents were also found to have preferred similar strategies. In other words, male and female Arab EFL learners did not differ
much in employing the MLCS while listening to English texts. The pedagogical implications of being aware of MLCS were also
discussed, along with suggestions for students, instructors, and syllabus designers to integrate explicit metacognitive instructions

for preparing, planning, managing, monitoring, assessing, and reflecting on listening activities.

1. Introduction

There is seemingly a consensus among scholars that learners
employ various techniques to make their learning effective.
These techniques, called “learning strategies,” “facilitate and
make the learning process more enjoyable, self-directed, and
effective” [1]. Even the notion of successful learners is
discussed with reference to these strategies at times. Many
scholars [1-9] have enumerated and described several such
strategies. One of the sets of such learning strategies, centred
on the construct of metacognition, is metacognitive
strategies.

Flavell [10, 11] defines metacognition as “thinking of
thinking” and Vandergrift et al. [12] define it as “the human
ability to be conscious of one’s mental processes” (p. 433).
Goh [13] also termed the awareness of thinking and learning
as metacognition. Metacognition consists of two parts: the
knowledge of metacognition and its regulation [11, 14].
Brown [14] describes the knowledge part as consisting of

“declarative knowledge” (whatever learners know about
themselves and the aspects that may influence their per-
formance), “procedural knowledge” (the knowledge of how
to use strategies), and “conditional knowledge” (knowledge
of why and when to use strategies). Making plans, moni-
toring them, and assessing the learning process are arguably
the components of the second part, i.e., the regulation of
metacognition ([15, 16] Whitebread et al., 2009 as cited in
[17]). These strategies assist learners to understand what they
should do when they encounter problems in learning.
Metacognitive strategies can assist students in maintaining
track of their cognitive processes and figuring out why they
engage in these processes, how to monitor them, and when
to do so, that is why metacognition is regarded as a higher-
order approach where learners take “active control over their
cognitive processes (while) engaged in learning” (Living-
ston, 2003, as cited in [18]) and improve upon their learning.

Metacognitive strategies have been recognized as con-
tributory to the advancement of foreign/second language
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learning too. In fact, during the last three decades, numerous
researchers have taken an interest in metacognition and
language acquisition [19-29]. According to them, meta-
cognitive awareness influences language learning develop-
ment and the improvement of learners’ thought processes.
The employment of metacognitive strategies backs up lan-
guage learning, using and storing information and retrieving
it [30, 31]. It has also been proven that the success of a
language learner depends on exploring the metacognitive
strategies. Students who are aware of metacognitive strat-
egies are found to be more successful than those who are
unaware of metacognitive strategies [1, 32]. Goh [33] sim-
ilarly verified a correlation between metacognitive awareness
and effective learning in all learning contexts. Consequently,
attempts have been made to characterize successful language
learners and the kinds of strategies they employ in language
learning exercises.

Recently, a group of researchers particularly focused on
the relationship of metacognitive strategies with listening
skills, asserting that these strategies could be used to support
and improve students’ listening comprehension [12, 34-36].
They opine that in the absence of efficacious strategies,
listening comprehension becomes very difficult, demanding,
and unproductive. In other words, if learners are aware of
metacognitive strategies, they will deal with the difficulties in
listening more actively and consciously rather than simply
giving up [33]. Furthermore, learners can be categorized as
low, average, and high achievers in listening as the use of
metacognitive listening comprehension strategies (MLCS)
projects the proficiency of learners. If their use of MLCS is
low, then the teacher may instruct them to incorporate
MLCS to make them better listeners. Therefore, it is im-
perative to identify students’ employment of metacognitive
strategies and classify them according to their level of
metacognitive awareness.

2. A Review of Related Literature

Many studies have widely used both qualitative and quan-
titative methods to explore MLCS used by EFL/ESL learners,
but among the quantitative methods, the Metacognitive
Awareness Listening Questionnaire (MALQ) developed by
Vandergrift et al. [12] is the most popular. The following will
be a brief discussion of studies that adopted only the MALQ.
Thivyasreena [37] examined the MLCS of 100 Malaysian
ESL undergraduates (11 males and 89 females) between 19
and 28 years of age, selected through a random sampling
method. The data obtained through the MALQ along with
the interview suggested that mental translation was the least
used subscale, and the most commonly employed strategy
was problem-solving. The overall mean score indicated that
the awareness level of the respondents was moderately high.
Suggestions were made for instructors to guide learners
during listening activities, and the learners were recom-
mended to do a self-check of their thought processes.
Alhaisoni [38] investigated the responses of randomly
selected 104 Saudi male and female EFL medical students
studying in their sixth year during the spring term of 2015-
2016 at a Saudi university. The data showed that directed
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attention as well as problem-solving strategies were more
frequently used, whereas the least used strategies were
personal knowledge and mental translation. He concluded
that teachers should assist learners in using the strategies
they are least aware of and they (learners) should be exposed
to an authentic L2 learning atmosphere.

Khiewsod [39] explored MLCS of 50 high school stu-
dents (23 males and 27 females) aged 16-18 years in the
academic year 2017 in Bangkok. The method used to obtain
the data was the MALQ. The results showed that learners
were reported to be higher moderate users of overall met-
acognitive strategies. Out of the five subscales, strategies
under mental translation and problem-solving were used
more frequently than any other group of strategies. The
other three subsets, namely, directed attention, planning and
evaluation, and personal knowledge, on the other hand, were
utilized at a higher moderate level.

Altuwairesh [40] also administered the MALQ to 82
Saudi EFL female undergraduates. They addressed two re-
search questions: the first was that, out of the five groups of
MLCS, which one was mostly used by the participants while
listening to the English texts? The other question was what
MLCS did Saudi EFL female students prefer when listening
to English texts? The findings suggested that problem-
solving and directed attention strategies were preferred
more frequently by the respondents than personal knowl-
edge and mental translation strategies. The results also
demonstrated that many L2 learners perceived listening in
English as difficult, so investing time in the classroom to
develop learners’ strategies became meaningful.

Ratebi and Amirian [17] carried out their research with
60 first-year Iranian undergraduates (23 males and 37 fe-
males) with English as their major across high and low
proficiency levels. They investigated various types of met-
acognitive strategies and their differences. This study con-
cluded that high-proficiency listeners  exploited
metacognitive strategies more often than those who were less
proficient and that participants used personal knowledge
strategies least frequently and problem-solving strategies
most frequently. The data also showed that low and high-
proficiency listeners were significantly different when using
personal knowledge strategies.

Another study conducted by Al-Alwan et al. [41] in-
vestigated the awareness of metacognitive listening strategies
and their correlation with listening comprehension in three
hundred and eighty-six (207 females and 179 males) 10th
class EFL Jordanian students via two methods: (a) MALQ
and (b) the listening comprehension test (LCT) developed
by the researchers. The findings suggested an overall
moderate level of MLCS in its subscales and individual
items. The highest mean was related to the problem-solving
subscale, whereas the personal knowledge subscale had the
lowest mean.

Chen [42] investigated 195 (72=36.9% males and
123=63.1% females) first-year EFL students’ awareness of
MLCS while studying at a Taiwanese university using the
MALQ. Learners were found to have a high level of
awareness about metacognitive strategies. The results also
showed that they were more alert to problem-solving
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FI1GURE 1: Sample distribution of the participants according to their
gender.

strategies. Strategies in the category of personal knowledge
were used less. In addition, learners’ use of MLCS was
significantly influenced by the time given to listening
practice, perceptual efficacy in listening, age, and high school
background. It was recommended that learners should be
motivated to regulate their processes of learning, enhance
their use of MLCS, and recognize effective strategies that
lead to increased proficiency in listening.

Since the use of MLCS varies in terms of learners’ vari-
ables in the process of SLA [43] and no researchers have paid
attention towards distinguishing Arab EFL learners’ MLCS
based on their gender, this study, while indexing learners’
MLCS, makes a distinction according to their gender, so that
male and female learners can be given due attention. Hence,
this research aims to answer the following questions:

RQ 1: Which subscale of the MLCS is used most and
least by Arab EFL learners at the Preparatory Year
Deanship (PYD), Prince Sattam bin Abdulaziz
University?

RQ 2: Which subscale of the MLCS is used most and
least by male Arab EFL learners at the Preparatory Year
Deanship (PYD), Prince Sattam bin Abdulaziz
University?

RQ 3: Which subscale of the MLCS is used most and
least by female Arab EFL learners at the Preparatory
Year Deanship (PYD), Prince Sattam bin Abdulaziz
University?

3. Methodology

The participants, selected through a convenience sampling
method, were 353 (237 male and 116 female) first-year and
second-semester EFL students of the Preparatory Year
Deanship (PYD) at Prince Sattam bin Abdulaziz University,
Saudi Arabia. They were 16-23 years old and native speakers
of Arabic. The majority of the people were Saudis, apart from
the citizens from some other countries like Sudan, Egypt,
Jordan, Algeria, and Syria. All students had a minimum of
nine years of exposure to English before entering the pro-
gram. They had already studied Q: Skills for Success, Special

TaBLE 1: Distribution of items on subscales.

Subscale Items Cronbach’s
alpha
Directed attention (DA) 2, 6,12, and 16 0.72
Mental translation (MT) 4,11, and 18 0.72
Personal knowledge (PK) 3,8, and 15 0.67
Planning and evaluation 1,10, 14, 20, and 21 078
(PE)
Problem-solving (PS) > 79, 1139’ 17, and 0.80
Overall 0.74

Edition, Level 2 Reading and Writing Book in the first se-
mester. At the time of the research, they were studying Q:
Skills for Success, Special Edition, Level 2 Listening and
Speaking, published by OUP. The demographic information
of the learners is shown in Figure 1.

4. Instrument

This study is quantitative in design, and the researcher used
the Metacognitive Awareness Listening Questionnaire
(MALQ), developed and validated by Vandergrift et al. [12],
and to it was appended a demographic question to know the
gender of the participants. This had 21 metacognitive lis-
tening comprehension strategies (MLCS), usually grouped
into five subscales, namely, problem-solving (making in-
ferences and observing them), directed attention (helping
learners to pay attention and remain focused), planning and
evaluation (self-preparation and performance appraisal),
personal knowledge (perceptions of task difficulty and self-
efficacy), and mental translation (grammar translation)
strategies. The distribution of 21strategies or items into five
discrete groups is given in Table 1.

These 21 statements were rated on a six-point Likert
scale, ranging from 1=strongly disagree, 2=disagree,
3 =slightly disagree, 4=partially agree, 5=agree, and
6 = strongly agree. There was no neutral point for partici-
pants to avoid hedging. The choices made by them were
preferences for their MLCS, which they made when they
listened to English text. The reliability coefficient of the
Cronbach alpha of the subscales was 0.74 for problem-
solving, 0.68 for directed attention, 0.75 for planning and
evaluation, 0.78 for mental translation, and 0.74 for personal
knowledge, respectively [12]. The reliability measured for the
whole questionnaire was 0.86. The validity of the instrument
was determined by its developers by administering it to a
large sample. The validity of the content was checked by a
bilingual professor after the MALQ was translated into
Arabic to help students understand the statements better. It
was administered online through Google Forms and dis-
tributed among them. The students were also provided with
instructions on how to answer the questionnaire.

5. Data Analysis

There were three research questions, and all of them were aimed
at answering the most and least frequent groups of MLCS used
by the 353 Arab EFL learners, including male and female
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TaBLE 2: Distribution of mean scores and SD of all participants’ responses to MLCS (subscale) (N =353).

Strategy Strongly disagree (%) Disagree (%) Slightly disagree (%) Partly agree (%) Agree (%) Strongly agree (%) Mean SD

PS 12 6 14 14 25 30 423 1.15
DA 13 9 12 16 28 23 406 1.03
PE 13 10 17 16 21 23 392 1.18
PK 14 10 18 19 18 21 3.81 1.15
MT 16 14 12 21 15 21 3.68 1.22
All groups 14 10 15 17 21 24 394 1.15

students. To analyse the data, the Statistical Package for Social
Sciences (SPSS-25) and Microsoft Excel were used. To calculate
the mean scores and standard deviations, responses to 21 items
were transformed into five groups (as they are categorized by the
developers of the MALQ) using the compute variable option and
then subjected to descriptive data analysis. After that, all 21
metacognitive strategies were combined into five subscales and
their responses were calculated through crosstabs. For the sake
of interpretation, participants’ preferences ranging from
1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, and 3 = slightly disagree were
combined into one category as negative preferences, and
those from 4=partially agree, 5=agree, and 6 =strongly
agree were classified as positive preferences. The means and
SDs of the five subsets were interpreted according to the
following criteria: 5.17-6.00 = highest use of the strategy;
4.34-516=high use of the strategy; 3.51-4.33=higher
moderate use of the strategy; 2.68-3.50 = lower moderate use
of the strategy; 1.84-2.67 =low use of the strategy; and
1.00-1.83 =lowest use of the strategy [37].

6. Results

To answer the first research question, i.e., “which subscale of
the MLCS is used most and least by Arab EFL learners at the
Preparatory Year Deanship (PYD), Prince Sattam bin
Abdulaziz University?” the percentage of all students’ re-
sponses and their mean and standard deviations (groupwise)
are given in Table 2.

Of all the five groups of MALQ, problem-solving
(M =4.23 with 68% positive preferences and 32% negative
preferences) was reported to be the most used and mental
translation (M = 3.68 with 57% positive preferences and 43%
negative preferences) was found to be the least preferred one.
Participants ranked the directed attention, planning and
evaluation, and personal knowledge subscales as the second
(M =4.06 with 66% positive preferences and 34% negative
preferences), third (M =3.92 with 60% positive preferences
and 40% negative preferences), and fourth (M =3.81 with
58% positive preferences and 42% negative preferences),
respectively. The overall mean was 3.94 (with 62% of positive
preferences and 38% of negative preferences). All the mean
scores suggested a higher moderate use when measured on
the scale, except for MT.

To answer the second research question, i.e., “which
subscale of the MLCS is used most and least by male Arab
EFL learners at the Preparatory Year Deanship (PYD),
Prince Sattam bin Abdulaziz University?” the percentage of
male students’ responses and their means with standard
deviations (groupwise) are given in Table 3.

Out of five groups of MLCS, problem-solving (M =4.22,
with 68% positive preferences and 32% negative preferences)
was found to be the most preferred and mental translation
(M =3.60, with 55% positive preferences and 45% negative
preferences) was found to be the least preferred by male
Arab EFL students. The male participants ranked the di-
rected attention, planning and evaluation, and personal
knowledge subscales second (M =4.02, with 66% positive
preferences and 34% negative preferences), third (M =3.85,
with 59% positive preferences and 41% negative prefer-
ences), and fourth (M =3.76, with 55% positive preferences
and 45% negative preferences), respectively. The overall
mean was 3.89 (with 61% of positive preferences and 39% of
negative preferences). All the mean scores indicated a higher
moderate level of awareness when measured on the scale.

For answering the third and final research question, i.e.,
“which subscale of the MLCS is used most and least by
female Arab EFL learners at the Preparatory Year Deanship
(PYD), Prince Sattam bin Abdulaziz University?” the per-
centage of female students’ responses and their means with
standard deviations (group-wise) are given in Table 4.

The results of the female respondents were also similar
to those of the male respondents. Out of five groups of
MLCS, problem-solving (M=4.26, with 69% positive
preferences and 31% negative preferences) was the most
frequently used subscale and mental translation (M =3.84,
with 61% positive preferences and 39% negative prefer-
ences) was the least favourite one among female learners.
They also ranked the directed attention, planning and
evaluation, and personal knowledge subscales as the second
(M =4.13, with 67% positive preferences and 33% negative
preferences), third (M =4.05, with 63% positive preferences
and 37% negative preferences), and fourth (M =3.91, with
60% positive preferences and 40% negative preferences),
respectively. The overall mean was 4.05 (with 61% of
positive preferences and 39% of negative preferences). All
mean scores suggested a higher moderate use when mea-
sured on the scale.

7. Discussion

The findings can be interpreted as follows. The mean scores of
the whole sample (N =353, M =3.94) and the male (N =237,
M =3.89) and female samples (N=116, M =4.04) indicated
that Arab EFL learners possessed a higher moderate level of
MLCs. The mean scores of all five groups for the sample of all
students (N=353, M=3.68-4.23) and males (N=237,
M=3.60-4.22) and females (N=116, M=3.84-4.26) sug-
gested a higher moderate level of MLCs.
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TaBLE 3: Distribution of mean scores and SD of males’ responses to MLCS (subscale) (N =237).

Strategy  Strongly disagree (%) Disagree (%) Slightly disagree (%) Partly agree (%) Agree (%) Strongly agree (%) Mean SD
PS 12 6 14 14 25 29 422 117
DA 13 9 13 16 28 21 4.02 1.01
PE 14 10 17 17 20 22 385 1.18
PK 14 10 18 19 19 19 376 118
MT 18 14 13 20 15 20 3.60 1.20
All groups 14 10 15 17 21 22 3.89 115
TaBLE 4: Distribution of mean scores and SDs with females’ responses to MLCS (subscales) (N =116).
Strategy  Strongly disagree (%) Disagree (%) Slightly disagree (%) Partly agree (%) Agree (%) Strongly agree (%) Mean SD
PS 11 6 14 14 25 31 426 112
DA 13 9 11 14 27 27 413 1.05
PE 10 11 16 14 23 25 4.05 1.16
PK 14 10 17 18 16 26 391 1.08
MT 13 14 11 22 15 24 3.84 124
All groups 12 10 14 17 21 26 4.04 113

The findings also revealed that problem-solving was the
most preferred strategy group and mental translation was
found to be the least preferred by all learners. The re-
spondents ranked the directed attention, planning and
evaluation, and personal knowledge subscales as second,
third, and fourth, respectively. The male and female students
ranked their MLCS likewise.

Further analysis of the mean scores of the five subscales
revealed that all participants (N =353) used problem-solving
and directed attention more frequently than mental trans-
lation, planning and evaluation, and personal knowledge
strategies. The same is the case with male students (N =237).
However, female learners (N =116) reported planning and
evaluation, in addition to problem-solving and directed
attention, as their favourite strategies. For them, the least
used strategies were mental translation and personal
knowledge.

The positive responses for strategies under the problem-
solving subset were more than 68% across all categories. This
shows that students utilized not only their previous
knowledge and experience to understand oral texts but also
the words and the central idea of the text to predict the
meaning of unfamiliar words. They also compared their new
understanding with the knowledge they had earlier about the
subject and reflected on their earlier oral input to cross-
check whether it conveyed proper sense or not. While doing
so, they made corrections to their interpretation if they
found it incorrect. Employing strategies associated with the
problem-solving subscale more often than others could be
the result of giving priority to the objectives of the listening
tasks and considering other strategies as less important. This
can be justified on the basis that problem-solving deals with
techniques that are used to complete listening tasks and it is
the completion of the tasks that are graded.

Directed attention strategies are also generally preferred
by proficient listeners [17, 33, 38, 41, 42]. Given the second
place in the list of five, with more than 66% of positive
responses by all factions, i.e., males and females and all
students, this group of strategies indicated that the subjects

focused harder and did not give up when they had trouble
understanding. Furthermore, they were able to return to the
track when they lost concentration and recover it when their
minds were diverted. The use of instructional technology
could have been a possible reason for this.

In addition to directed attention and problem-solving
strategies, female participants showed a noticeable pref-
erence for the strategies in the planning and evaluation
groups. Their responses to this cluster were more than male
students (59%) and all students combined (60%), which
means that females were better than males in planning and
evaluation. They better planned how they would listen
beforehand and thought of making a comparison between
the previously listened oral texts and what they were going
to listen to. They set their objectives occasionally and self-
questioned the level of their comprehension during lis-
tening. A self-evaluation was also conducted after listening
to the oral text to determine what improvements could be
made in the future. They learned how to organize, outline,
and summarize the ideas taught explicitly in the class.
Other studies [38, 41, 44, 45] found planning and evalu-
ation to be important, but their data included the entire
population. Altuwairesh [40], whose subjects were all fe-
males, said nothing about planning and evaluation as a
group, although items 1, 14, and 21 were among the
dominant ones.

According to the results, the penultimate subscale in the
list of five is the personal knowledge, which concentrates on
students’ perceptions of difficulty in listening. The responses
on this subscale were more than 57% for all categories, which
suggested that participants were not nervous while listening
to English. They reported that understanding the meaning of
oral texts in this language was more challenging than
reading, speaking, or writing texts they might have listened
to. They found listening comprehension less difficult in
general. These findings are in line with Chang [46],
Khiewsod [39], and Chin et al. [47]. Personal knowledge
scores certify that listening (in English) is difficult for them,
and this might be the reason they translated the oral texts



into Arabic to understand. This may create anxiety among
them and a negative attitude towards English.

The mean scores of the mental translation group were
classified as higher moderate use. The responses to the
mental translation strategies were more than 57% in all
students. Male students used it less (55%) than female
students (61%). This signified that all learners (males and
females) were habitually translating (English into Arabic)
the oral texts in their heads as they listened to them. This was
applied to keywords as well as word-by-word translation for
that matter. From the point of view of Vandergrift et al. [12],
this is a cluster of strategies that proficient learners are
supposed not to use much because students generally fail to
activate their conceptual processes and become incompetent
users. Therefore, a lower mean score is considered better in
mental translation.

The reasons for exploiting mental strategies for word-
for-word translation, in particular, could be their cultural
habit of memorization, lack of exposure to strategies of
language learning, and the desire to make listening tasks
easier and quicker to understand. Another reason could be
that in most of the schools, they are taught English by Arab
teachers through the grammar translation method, and
spending nine years, there would have made them habitu-
ated to translation. Tafaroji Yeganeh [48] discovered that
bilingual students use mental translation more than
monolinguals. Esmaeili et al. [44] and Adnan Mohammad
et al. [49] also found a higher mean in mental translation.

8. Conclusions and Recommendations

This research explored the most and least preferred groups of
MLCS in Arab male and female EFL undergraduates. It was
found that problem-solving was the most and mental
translation was the least used subscale by all students as a
whole, as well as male and female learners. All groups of
strategies belong to the higher moderate level. Participants’
responses also corroborated these results.

The results indicate that the participants had an overall
satisfaction level with the use of MLCS as a whole and
gender-wise. They were on the border in terms of awareness
and should be given metacognitive instructions to do better,
especially in mental translation, as keywords and content
words were given importance for comprehending the lis-
tening text, not for translation. Other strategies that need to
be reinforced are the personal knowledge and self-knowl-
edge because anxiety is also a hindrance in the way of
learning. Therefore, attempts should be made to lower the
“affective filter.” The male participants should focus on
planning and evaluation skills as well. The bright side is that
they were able to do better on problem-solving because
inference-making and predicting skills were explicitly taught
in the book they were studying.

Metacognitive awareness provides an index of users’
cognitive processes for listening comprehension. The MLCS
instruction helps track and stimulate those processes. After
knowing their practices and beliefs about listening, teachers
and curriculum designers can help create better learning
opportunities for them. Instructors can make them aware of
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the importance of metacognition and the MLCS, and cur-
riculum designers can include more attention-drawing tasks
to motivate learners [50].

Finally, this study was limited to a university and a
moderate sample only. Therefore, generalizations should be
made contextually and carefully. Further explorations are
recommended in similar contexts to explore the choice of
metacognitive listening comprehension strategies.
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